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UM TO HOST SUMMIT ON RECONNECTING KIDS WITH NATURE
MISSOULA With an unprecedented rise in childhood obesity, attention disorders and depression,
it’s clear that being a kid in the 21st century isn’t easy. One Missoula community group has an
idea of how to help: Reconnect children with nature.
The Missoula Children and Nature Network - a coalition of The University of
Montana’s College of Forestry and Conservation, Missoula youth organizations, educators,
health experts and resource managers - believes that spending time in the wilderness can
effectively combat a variety of modern social ills. On Wednesday and Thursday, Feb. 11-12,
the first Missoula Children and Nature Summit will be held to raise awareness of the need to
increase children’s opportunity to reconnect with nature in Western Montana.
Even in Missoula, where nature seems to be an inextricable part of daily life, kids are
not immune to the allure of television, video games and the Internet. Greg Oliver, director of
health promotion for the Missoula City-County Health Department, sees reason to be
concerned.
“It’s not rocket science for Montanans that there are many benefits for kids spending
time outdoors,” he said. “It’s our heritage. The recent thinking is that quality time outdoors is

more important for healthy child development than we ever imagined. It is a sad commentary
on our times that even in Missoula we need to work together to counter the trend of kids not
getting out enough to move, play and explore the natural w orld.”
The concept is a national one, too. In his best-selling book “Last Child in the W oods,”
child advocacy expert Richard Louv directly links the lack of nature in the lives of today’s
kids, which he calls “nature-deficit,” to some of the nation’s most disturbing childhood trends.
The Missoula Children and Nature Summit will begin with a free public event at 7
p.m. Wednesday, Feb. 11, in UM ’s North Underground Lecture Hall. Keynote speaker Rick
Potts, the chief of Conservation and Outdoor Recreation for the National Park Service, will
speak on the “Amazing Impacts of Nature on K ids,” and share his personal experiences and
professional observations related to nature-deficit.
The opening event also will feature music from Missoula’s Coyote Choir and
singer/songwriter Amy Martin. There also will be a Kids Nature Night Hike for children ages
5 to 12.
On Thursday, Feb. 12, the summit will continue with a more formal workshop in the
University Center from 1 to 5 p.m. The public is invited to attend Thursday’s sessions for a
fee of $18, payable online or at the door. To register, visit
http://www.cfc.umt.edu/children&nature or stop by Currents Aquatics Center in
McCormick Park for a registration form. For more information on the summit or the Missoula
Children and Nature Network, e-mail sarah.megvesi@umontana.edu.
Beginning at 1 p.m., summit participants will hear from a panel of experts on
children’s health and education, with a focus on opportunities to create healthy places in
Missoula for citizens and children to experience the outdoors. The session will be moderated

by College of Forestry and Conservation Interim Dean James Burchfield. Speakers will
include Oliver and Potts, Roger Millar from the Missoula County Office of Planning and
Grants, and Steve Archibald, a local advocate of educational opportunities for youth.
From 3 to 5 p.m. participants will join smaller group discussion sessions to design
opportunities for nature connectedness, the built and natural environment, and unstructured
outdoor play.
According to network founder and Parks and Recreation Director Donna Gaukler, “the
summit is an opportunity for the greater Missoula area to learn and discuss the impacts of
nature-deficit here at home. Because of our location and topography, we tend to be more
outdoor-oriented than much of the nation. Nevertheless, we are seeing similar trends in
obesity, and disengagement from our natural environment. The network, which will have its
‘kickoff with the summit, is an ongoing project which will provide wonderful opportunities
for recreation and learning that is fully accessible and inclusive.”
The Missoula Children and Nature Summit is sponsored by the College of Forestry and
Conservation at UM, the National Park Service, the UM College of Education Foundation, the
U.S. Forest Service, Montana FWP State Parks Division, Missoula County Rural Initiative,
City of Missoula Parks and Recreation Department, Montana Natural History Center, the
American Society of Landscape Architects - MT/ID Chapter, Missoula Outdoor Learning
Adventures, and many additional businesses and organizations.
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